pulse is low and rather weak, and if you attend to it closely it has some little irregularity, which makes it not quite similar to itself. And the abdomen is tense, hard, and attended with some pain. And, finally, the face has something unusual in its appearance, as if the patient were frightened.'" Some years ago, on my way through a busy hospital emergency room, I chanced upon Saul Jarcho in a scene almost, but not quite, taken from this chapter of Morgagni. He was in obvious distress, with abdominal pain that worsened with motion and touch. He knew that he had peritonitis that required surgery.
Although his pulse may have been weak, there was one feature reported by Albertini that was missing. The face had something unusual in its appearance, to be sure, but it was not fright. Rather, it was angry bemusement, with a new insight into the relationship of disease and the metropolis that framed the features of an otherwise distressed Saul Jarcho. Saul Jarcho is the quintessential New Yorker, and to be a New Yorker, one must be a bit of a curmudgeon. As Santayana observed: "To knock a thing down, especially if it is cocked at an arrogant angle, is a deep delight of the blood." A wonderful definition of a curmudgeon is provided by John Winokur: "Curmudgeons are mockers and debunkers whose bitterness is a symptom rather than a disease. They can't compromise their standards and can't manage the suspension of disbelief necessary for feigned cheerfulness. Their awareness is a curse; they're constantly ticked off because they're constantly aware of so much to be ticked off about, and they wish things were better. The first title in this series is called "Books and Their Enemies" and relates the terror and destruction brought to a personal library by a part-time maid, who was described as "a smiling middle-aged Latin woman of incredible girth, and in profile shaped like the map of Africa mounted on the forelegs of a Steinway grand piano. Her name was Aida." Over a series of visits, she was able to disorganize an entire collection, while at the same time ripping the spines from a quarter of the volumes: "I have already mentioned that Aida had conscientiously dispersed all books which came in sets. At first it seemed that she had done this in a completely random way, but gradually traces of a system became apparent.
When a set consisted of only two volumes, these were separated by a distance transmitted it to the Air Force, which destroyed the factory." As Jarcho concludes, "I hope that we are preserving telephone directories."
And I hope that we are preserving New Yorkers like Saul Jarcho.
